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I wish to begin with a poem and ask who amongst you recognises it? If only I could read it to you in its untranslated original.

Who are you, reader, reading my poems an hundred years hence? 

I cannot send you one single flower from this wealth of the spring,

one single streak of gold from yonder clouds.

 Open your doors and look abroad. 

From your blossoming garden gather fragrant memories of the vanished flowers

of an hundred years before.

In the joy of your heart may you feel the living joy that sang one spring morning, sending its glad voice across an hundred years.

The Gardener (Verse 85).

The poem was composed in 1915, just four years short of the hundred years forward of which he wrote, so it is very apt here to evoke him on this occasion and pay personal tribute to him here in his own Indian homeland, this man whose writings crossed many borders since his own time, reaching even my home in Australia where he acquired a fixed place at the very outset of my creative life.

For, in 1959, as an adolescent of 16, I framed on the walls of my bedroom which doubled as a study, two heroes, both of whom in their separate ways represented the doctor and the writer that I wanted then to be:

- on one wall, the doctor from Alsace in the north-east province of France, Albert Schweitzer, who was then treating the native peoples in Lambarene, now Gabon, in French Equatorial Africa; and 

- on the other, that very same Rabindranath Tagore, whose book of poems, The Gardener, I had by chance discovered in my school library and fell in love with the book, as I was to do with other works of his, particularly his collections of aphorisms in Stray Birds and his stories in a collection that I found in a book shop in Melbourne. 

Like Albert Schweitzer, I too aspired to heal the sick in Africa or in other disadvantaged places where doctors were needed, and, like Tagore, wished to create poetry, stories, novels, plays and so on.

The outcome was only partial. I never did get to Africa or other disadvantaged places that had earlier enticed me, but did become the doctor and the writer that I had set out to be, working at first for six years in well-staffed, well-equipped hospitals, from which I proceeded to suburban general practice where I still see patients to this day.

As for writing, once I set upon this path, I never compromised it one bit as I realised early that, to become a writer, I had also to read, and read, and keep reading, reading widely and reading the best, the better to learn from other writers and try to emulate them until I found my own narrative voice.

Whereupon, where my day-to-day life, activities, studies, pleasures and work all continued physically to take place in Melbourne, in another way – through my reading - I lived in a global world long before I even knew the word. For, increasingly, over the years I came to feast upon Australian literature, English literature, and French, German, Russian, Yiddish, Israeli, Irish, Yugoslav, Italian, Spanish, American literature and, as well as Tagore, upon other Indian writing (Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, R.K.Narayan, later Anita Desai and, more recently, anthologies). Meanwhile, my personal library, too, grew ever larger with a commensurate multinationality which, if I were asked to give it a name, I should have called it variously international, transnational, cosmopolitan or universalist – that which we today call “global” being but the latest buzz-word which – please correct me if I’m wrong – to me illustrates but one thing and one alone: namely, our species’ talent for always finding new names for old concepts which, effected or translated in practice, have long been basically the same.

But if the theme of this conference is that of globalism, then globalism let it be – so long as each of us knows what the person intends it to mean when using it.

 I doubt that there is anyone here who requires any elaboration about the connection between literature and vanishing borders. For, if any activity that we engage in as human beings so readily crosses, filters through or transcends borders to reach their fellows however far apart they may be, literature must be among the prime fore-runners amongst them.

And why?

Because people, like young children, love stories, have always loved and engaged in telling stories, which are, of course, the core and substance of literature, be they transmitted by word of mouth as anecdotes or epics or tribal “why is it so?” folklore;

or, with the invention of writing, diffused still more widely as tales of adventure and imagination written variously upon silk, inscribed upon clay tablets, penned on bamboo, palm leaves, papyrus or on parchment;

and then, from the 15th-Century on, spread even further, speedier and more voluminously through the moving printing presses of Johann Gutenberg well into our own day in which, faced with electronic technology and the internet, were a Homer or an Ovid, a Hebrew or a Sanskrit scribe, or even a latter-day Shakespeare or Dante, or still more recent, let us evoke, say, Marcel Proust or Isaac Bashevis Singer to return to earth all these years on, what would they make of those boards of buttons on our desks or in our laps which, as if magically, at a touch, transmit letters to a screen of near-inexhaustible capacity with not a chisel, goose quill, stylus, pencil, fountain pen or ball-point in sight? 

So, as I have already said: people love stories, relish homilies and cherish poems, haikus, pantomimes, dramas, farces… value writings and their adaptations into forms of all sorts. And, wherever they went, whatever borders they crossed, they have carried with them, as we do today, the works of their most honoured wordsmiths as their most intimate companions, those works being increasingly compact, portable, and translatable, carrying them to others far off whether on voyages of discovery, cruises for pleasure, cross-country and cross-oceanic transits whether for visits abroad, festivities or reunions, for purposes of trade, war or conquest, or to spread the word of their particular God or capture souls for conversion?

And, as human beings, we have done well, haven’t we, in affirming how literature, wherever it is created, belongs to the world, both as its creators and as its recipients, whether next door to the creator or diametrically across the globe from him, the one-time tale conveyed by the tongue in its latest metamorphosis being disseminated by the  kindle and by ebooks?

I trust that the point is made: that in literature, as in medicine, communications, commerce, ideologies, religion, politics, know-how and other disciplines, borders have indeed been vanishing before its constant creation and dispersion hither and yon around the world.

And yet, how many books or would-be books never get to cross borders of any kind?

I invite you to contemplate the following scenarios.


1. How often have any of you heard someone say, “There is a book within me that I feel I must write”, even though you know that the would-be author, for a range of reasons and rationalisations, will never find the time, the inclination, will, self-discipline or patience to write it? Sad, certainly, for the would-be story-teller, and sad, too, perhaps, for the world, for who knows what riches he may have left to the world? Then,


2. How many folk have written the book, that was in them, and, satisfied now that they have now purged themselves of it, too timid to reveal it, or who pass away before it is revealed, either never submit it and/or never get to it in print, with the work lost forever in some cob-webbed drawer or suitcase consigned altogether to ultimate oblivion? 

3. While contemplate the fact – as one prominent publisher in Melbourne has asserted - that of every hundred manuscripts submitted for publication, only two ever see the light of day, the other 98% being the submerged part of an iceberg extending deep beneath the surface. And also lost, notwithstanding the will, energies, imaginative exertions, and more, that went into those creations.

4. Or, as in that exquisitely beautiful and touching film, The World of Apu by Satyajit Ray, how many have – either in reality or metaphorically, cast their manuscript into the winds? Or, like the Italian Carlo Goldoni, the American Joe Shuster, co-creator of the comic hero Superman, or the Jewish Chassidic story-teller, Nachman of Bratzlav, burned some of their works, or, like the Roman poet Virgil and the more modern Franz Kafka, left instructions to have their works burned after their deaths, thankfully, having their wishes over-ridden by their confidants?

5. Meanwhile, if we talk of the destruction of books by fire or by other means, the bulk of them irreplaceable, we need only look at the libraries of  the Old St Paul’s Cathedral in the Great Fire of London in 1666, the Great Fire of Moscow upon Napoleon Bonaparte’s entry into that city, the annihilation of the library in Alexandria through its four separate assaults over several hundred years, and that of Baghdad, of China under its 3rd Century Qin Dynasty, the Aztec codices by Spanish conquistadors and priests, and the Nazi burnings of Jewish literature in 1930s’ Germany, to which we may add the one right here in India, the collection at Nalanda University in north-eastern Bihar sacked by the Turks in 1193 – wholsale obliterations forever of books by fire as dissidents and martyrs were also obliterated – evidence, if anyone needed any – of Heinrich Heine’s dictum “Where they burn books, so too will they in the end burn human beings.”


6. Taking totally different angles, there are other reasons why many books will not cross borders to become globally known.


I, for one, would deeply love to have my books feature on Australia’s international book-export list and reach the vast English-language readerships of America, England, India, South Africa and Canada. Just as I would avidly wish to have my works translated into other widely-used languages and have them take their place too among the multi-myriad titles in existence across the world; while who would not?.


But, the reality is that, with my writing and my themes being of the kind that do not reach mass markets, gratified as I am by the reception of my books by my readers, I must live with the reality that my audience is a modest one – most of it back home;

I recognise too that, of all books published worldwide, only a relative few of the whole receive extensive reviews, create strong interest, sell en masse, find a translator, permeate the book trade beyond their own borders and succeed beyond them. Among Australian writers, we have Peter Carey, Thomas Kenneally, Morrris West, Bryce Courtenay, Shirley Hazzard, to name some; and, please correct me if I am too far off course, of Indian writers, I would suggest Salman Rushdie, Vikram Seth, Amitav Ghosh, Arundhati Roy and Vikram Chandra among others.

Add to this the fact that where it was Britannia that once ruled the waves, today, of the flow of books on the Australian market – as it appears in other places where I have been – the greatest number stem from Uncle Sam, from America with Mother England in tow, each selecting only a relatively small number of Australia’s own in turn.

Put another way: yes, to all appearances, Australia would appear to have very open, porous – what I would call, Swiss-cheese - border for imports from trans-Pacific American giant in the east and from its lesser English supplier across the Atlantic beyond (as it does for their films, dramas, sometimes inane sitcoms, pop music and political influence too) - but how our own very humbly, so modestly, so apologetically cap-in-hand Oliver Twist that is Australia has to rap upon their entrance gates, in this instance asking not “Please, sir, can we have more?” but rather, “Please, sir, of what we have will you just take a little more?”: as I also call it, a benign colonialism, or, colonialism without guns, in which it is the grandmaster who is in the box seat, through enormous economic wealth, international dominance, political clout over its trading partner, and even military alliances guaranteeing protection in the case of invasion, both cultivating a dependant and negotiating terms to its definite advantage.

So, “Vanishing borders?” we say, when so much of what is written, as I indicated earlier, falls far short of reaching, or crossing, any borders, even its own.

Should anyone insist that literature is, like English composer Ralph Vaughan Williams’ composition, “A lark ascending” and, by implication, free, suffice it to point at former Soviet Russia, North Korea, China, Cuba, Indonesia, South America, Turkey, Kenya, certain Islamic regimes, and the many other places where a writer risks much should he fall foul of his nation’s leadership which, rather than tolerate embarrassment brought upon it or the nation by a work of questionable morality, taste, historical revisionism, sedition or perceived political, religious, economic or social criticism, will wreak its wrath upon him and/or his work. Just think of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, D.H.Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, George Orwell’s Animal Farm in 1945 and Nineteen Eighty-Four in 1949, a string of novels by Alexandr Solzhenitsyn’s work in the Soviet Union, Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses in 1988 for its alleged anti-Islamic blasphemy, and, here in India itself, the collection of stories Angaray by Sajjad Zaheer and others by the British in 1936 "for hurting the religious susceptibilities of a section of the community" – an action not without its wider consequences, for it led to the rise of the All-India Progressive Writers' Movement & Association of which Zaheer was a co-founder, and whose first official conference was held in Lucknow in 1936 which was presided over by Munshi Premchand. In Wikipedia, the list of one-time banned books runs to fourteen down-loaded pages.

More than one would-have-been writer has remained silent to spare himself personal trials, his family harassment and his friends or associates particularly arduous troubles.

Further, there is no shortage of writers the world over who – to return briefly to what I said earlier – have had their books burned, pulped and shredded, been forbidden – as was Boris Pasternak - to travel to Sweden to collect his Nobel Prize for his Doctor Zhivago, or themselves placed under house arrest, tortured, suffered public denunciations, edited out of photographs as if out of existence, internal or external exile, been imprisoned for their writings, or, “died suddenly”, the death certificates issued not quite tallying with the facts. You will recall that, in the West, Socrates in the 5th Century B.C.E. was sentenced to death by the Athenian court for supposedly corrupting the youth with his allegedly subversive views of Greek politics and society and other teachings; the 16th Century Giordano Bruno was burned at the stake for his cosmological theories which were regarded as heresy by thye Roman Inquisition, whereupon he was turned over to the state; and, even though the punishment permitted the “heretic” in this instance to live, the 17th-Century Benedict Spinoza was excommunicated by Amsterdam’s Jewish community for his pantheistic views so at odds with the monotheism of both his own kinsmen and the surrounding Christian city fathers in whose midst he lived.

To what ends will regimes and other hegemonic bodies not go to silence a writer, a thinker, or his books, or both, thereby not only closing all its borders to his works’ dissemination but also prevent them from reaching their own citizens?

The key word here is censorship, a heavy hand when it falls upon a writer driven by his humours, his aspirations, his needs, to release that which so batters at him within.

And how do writers circumvent this:

Where possible: by the equivalent of what the Russians have called Samizdat publishing – literally, underground - clandestine photocopying of manuscripts and books, their secret passing of their works between trusted friends, editors and other writers, having them likewise published in secret and, in some instances, having them smuggled out of the country to be published abroad.

Of a seeming order of greater effectiveness has been the organisation P.E.N. International, the society of Poets, Essayists and Novelists - hence the acronym – which now also includes journalists and historians. As the world’s oldest human rights organisation and oldest international literary organisation, it was founded in London in 1921 to promote friendship and intellectual co-operation among writers everywhere. Among its aims have been to emphasise the role of literature in the development of mutual understanding and world culture; to fight for freedom of expression and to act as a voice on behalf of writers harassed, imprisoned and sometimes killed for their views.

Where its actions have been most audible, it has been in the work of its Writers in Prison Committee, established by PEN in 1960 in response to increasing attempts by various countries to silence voices of dissent by imprisoning writers, journalists, and, most recently, users of the internet. Some 900 writers are currently monitored and defended by the Committee; it publishes a bi-annual Case List documenting free expression violations against writers around the world; among its campaigns have been the petitioning of governments to release their prisoners, writing to the prisoners themselves to let them know that they are neither forgotten nor abandoned; and publish periodical newsletters telling of these prisoners and publishing their letters and poems there.


With this, we are back where we began, albeit with a different thrust: this not in connection with literature’s ability to break down borders between people and peoples worldwide, but with rescuing literature and its creators from its would-be oppressors  precisely to restore, diversify and secure their freedoms as means of letting their voices, where silenced, break through and indeed speak to humanity everywhere.


How do we sum up all of this?


As I see it, in principle and in kind, the underlying dictum “Plus ca change, plus c’est la meme chose” (Frenchman Alphonse Karr), “the more things change, the more they remain the same” is as true as it ever was.

Applying here the words “literature” and “stories” in their broadest definition here to include narratives, ideas, knowledge and world-views of all kinds –

humankind has always told stories, written stories, printed stories, circulated stories, entertained, taught and, in various ways, changed the world through stories, even as they do today by means of the web;

while, on receiving them, their listeners and readers have been enthralled, amused and opened up, liberated and enhanced by them.

These have been the immutable constants that have pervaded literature from the outset. What has kept changing, step by step, skill by skill, invention by invention right through to the latest revolutionary metamorphosing of communication between people in this universe, have been the volume of materials produced in every era, the ever-increasing numbers of story-tellers, audiences and readers in the world, coupled with the spread of those created materials to ever more distant, broader and remoter reaches more swiftly and instantaneously than ever before for the comparably greater pleasure, enhancement and edification of our species.

Conversely, through the employment of the same evolved technology, probably greater numbers others, too, have been offended, embittered, embarrassed and had their beliefs and personal certainties threatened, and have accordingly proceeded to act on their own or mobilise corresponding think-alikes to silence, suppress or destroy those stories, or silence, suppress and destroy their authors - as the internet, in the latest configuration that it is of human literacy and literate usage across the world, even as it gives licence to its posters to vent whatever they will online, offers the same to their adversaries in a human universe as united by consensus as it is riven by dissension as, history suggests – to me, at least - it has always been.

After the events of the preceding millennium, of the preceding century and, in light of even the single decade that has just passed with its rancours and conflicts continuing even now with no end for the better at all in view, it is tempting to be guarded about the future and the benefits that all would wish for it by their particular sights.

For all that, I do prefer to close upon a positive note; a possibly prophetic note; even a trusting note; whereupon, to this end, just as I began this presentation with part of a poem by Rabindranath Tagore, so will I end with another: this time from Gitanjali, Verse XXXV:

Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high;

Where knowledge is free;

Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow domestic walls;

Where words come out from the depth of truth;

Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection;

Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the dreary desert sand of dead habit;

Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening thought and action --

Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake. 









Verse XXXV.
